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In a historic declaration after more than twenty years of silence and denials, the commander of
the Argentine army acknowledged the abuses committed during Argentina's "dirty war" against
alleged subversives during the 1970s, paving the way for similar admissions by other military
leaders. Prodded by the example of the military, the Catholic Church, also accused of complicity
in Argentina's shameful past, is slowly moving to examine its conscience and respond. Like the
nightmares that haunt many of those who carried out torture and assassination during the dirty war,
the national nightmare from Argentina's history will not go away. Since the March confessions by
former Navy captain Adolfo Scilingo that he participated in killing political prisoners, including
throwing many, drugged but alive, from planes flying over the Atlantic, the crack in the wall of
silence has slowly opened (see NotiSur, 03/31/95).
When Scilingo first came forward, military leaders denounced his statements as lies. President
Carlos Saul Menem called him a crook and accused him of "pouring salt in the nation's wounds."
However, on April 24, Victor Ibanez, a former army sergeant, backed up Scilingo's confessions with
his own testimony of participation in torture and killing of alleged subversives while stationed at
the Campo de Mayo army base in Buenos Aires. The confessions brought renewed demands that
the military furnish a list of those detained and disappeared during the 1976-1983 dictatorship, and
an accounting of what happened to them. A federal court, human rights groups, politicians, clergy,
and even the repentant torturers and killers asked Menem to furnish the names of the more than
10,000 people kidnapped by security forces and disappeared, presumably killed, in addition to the
4,000 confirmed dead. Many of the disappeared were taken to the infamous Navy Mechanics School
(Escuela de Mecanica de la Armada, ESMA) in Buenos Aires.
The administration insists that no comprehensive list exists, since they say the military destroyed
the records at the end of military rule. However, on April 25, the head of the army, Gen. Martin
Balza, made a dramatic statement in which, for the first time, the military acknowledged that it had
acted outside the law in combatting the leftist guerrilla movements operating in Argentina at that
time. "This spiral of violence created an unprecedented crisis in our young country," Balza said.
"The armed forces, including the army for whom I have the responsibility to speak, mistakenly
believed that society did not have the necessary antibodies to confront the scourge and, with the
consent of many, once again took power, abandoning the road of constitutional legitimacy."
Although the military leader blamed the excesses in part on the army's training for "classical
warfare," which left it unprepared for confronting the guerrillas, he added, "Again I repeat, the end
never justifies the means." Balza's admission of army excesses was followed by similar statements
by air force Gen. Juan Paulik and Navy Adm. Enrique Molina Pico on May 3. Paulik said it is unfair
to put one side on trial, without putting what happened in context, and he called on Argentine
society to undergo "an authentic reconciliation." Many human rights groups praised the military
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leaders' statements. Emilio Mignone, head of the independent Center for Legal and Social Studies,
said Balza's dramatic mea culpa, finally abandoning the army's claim to have acted as saviours of the
nation, was "a true turning point" in Argentine history. "We are closer to the truth and the truth is
the only thing that can bring us peace and freedom," he said.
After calls that the former guerrillas also respond, on May 2, Mario Eduardo Firmenich, the former
leader of the Montonero guerrilla movement, said he "accepted the hand" extended by the military
in the interests of national reconciliation. "The Montoneros have done our self-examinations," said
Firmenich, adding that the guerrillas did not begin the civil war that shook Argentina. "Today we
can speak of national reconciliation because in a democratic society violence does not make sense."
The Montoneros, which began in 1968 as an urban guerrilla organization acting against the military
dictatorship that had overthrown Juan Peron in 1955, operated in Argentina during the 1970s.
Firmenich, sentenced to 30 years in prison after being captured in Brazil in 1987, was pardoned in
the same 1990 amnesty that benefitted the military.
What was the role of the Catholic Church in abuses?
In addition to the military, for many years human rights organizations have accused the Catholic
Church of complicity in the dirty war, saying that the hierarchy maintained a "sinful silence" during
those years, and at times collaborated with the repression. Among those most frequently accused of
wrongdoing by human rights groups and families of the detained-disappeared was then apostolic
nuncio Pio Laghi (1974-1980). On April 9, the Argentine daily Pagina 12 said Laghi, now a cardinal,
"knew in detail what went on in the ESMA and was even consulted about whether to let a group of
40 of the detained-disappeared live. He never denounced what went on." In addition, Scilingo said
priests, serving as military chaplains, participated in the interrogation of prisoners and "forgave"
those who carried out the torture.
Like the military, the church has steadfastly denied any complicity in the abuses during the dirty
war. However, as the recent accusations persisted, some bishops called on the church to examine its
conscience and admit its errors. Other bishops, including Laghi, denied any wrongdoing. Laghi has
insisted that he did everything possible for political prisoners. In a radio broadcast from Rome on
April 10, Laghi said that because of his constant preaching on behalf of human rights he and other
bishops were "living under a death sentence" from "groups acting like Nazis during the military
dictatorship."
Coming to Laghi's defense was former Adm. Emilio Massera, who was naval commander in chief
during the dictatorship and one of the most notorious leaders of the dirty war. He was sentenced
to life in prison in a military trial in 1986 but was pardoned under the 1990 amnesty. However,
in a statement also supporting Laghi, five Argentine bishops added, "We will surely carry on
our consciences for the rest of our lives our guilt for not having done much more to prevent
young people who belonged to our church from choosing guerrilla violence, and to prevent the
regressors from committing such aberrations against human rights." Finally, on April 29, the
bishops' conference issued a statement saying they would examine the past and admit whatever
errors they had committed. "The church will start preparing, calmly and at its own pace, an
examination of its conscience that will bring out the gravest sins in our lives and in those of all
Christians in the history of the nation," read the bishops' communique.
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For many human rights activists, however, this was not sufficient. Human rights lawyer Horacio
Mendez Carreras said the church should excommunicate any member of the clergy who
participated in the dirty war. Bishop Miguel Hisayne of the southern city of Videma supported
that position, saying, "If any clergyman, priest, deacon or bishop collaborated with the military
regime's torture, repression or kidnapping, there is a very serious canonical punishment: they
should be suspended from the ministry, if it is proved." Meanwhile, the president has vacillated in
his response to the controversy. Menem was jailed during the dictatorship and often refers to that in
his speeches. However, after his election, he issued the 1990 decree absolving both the military and
the guerrillas of crimes committed during the dictatorship. Dismissing Scilingo as a crook, he said
repentant military should "find a priest to confess to" rather than make public declarations.
After Gen. Balza's statement, Menem first said the initiative for the statement came from Balza,
but had the approval of Defence Minister Oscar Camilion. After the general's statement received
broad support, however, Menem praised the military leader and said, "I thought it was excellent
because otherwise these people would keep turning up and making these kinds of statements."
Then, on May 2, he went further, saying that he had suggested to the general that he make the
statement. Menem said it was important "to put everything out in black and white to see clearly
what happened in the past to definitively close that chapter."
When human rights groups proposed that the government move to repeal the Punto Final and
Obediencia Debida decrees and the 1990 pardon, Menem first said he would consider the measure.
On April 27, however, his chief of staff Eduardo Bauza retracted the position, saying emphatically
that the administration would not remove the pardons. While the upheaval about the past surfaced
in the midst of Menem's re-election campaign, most analysts predict it will have little, if any, effect
on the outcome of the May 16 election. While the issue deeply touches the lives of many Argentines,
other concerns will have more influence on their choice in the election, especially the economy.
Meanwhile, Scilingo, whose dramatic statements led to the military's remarkable admissions of
guilt, is facing more problems. According to a TV newscast, he was arrested on May 3 on fraud
charges stemming from incidents that occurred while he was still in the Navy. (Sources: Spanish
news service EFE, 04/02/95; Notimex, 04/10/95; Inter Press Service, 03/26/95, 04/04/95, 04/26/95,
04/27/95; New York Times, 04/05/95, 04/27/95; United Press International, 04/27/95, 04/28/95,
05/02/95; Reuter, 03/30/95, 04/10/95, 04/11/95, 04/13/95, 04/24/95, 04/26/95, 04/29/95, 05/02/95,
05/03/95; Agence France-Presse, 04/05/95, 04/10/95, 04/11/95, 05/03/95; Associated Press, 04/25/95,
04/26/95, 04/29/95, 05/03/95)
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